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CutBank Reviews
David Long, The Flood o f '64\ The Ecco Press, 1987; $16.95 
cloth, $8.95 paper.
Floods are harbingers of change. In their wake new channels are formed, 
debris is scattered, and the long process of settling down again to the 
business of life is forever marked by “ before” and “ after.” The Flood o f 
'64, David Long’s most recent book of short stories, is aptly titled, The 
characters in these stories are overcome, immobilized by something within 
themselves or something reaching in from the landscape around them, 
or more often a synchronized combination of the two. To recover they 
must look for some new channel to appear out of the scattered debris 
around them. In short, they must adapt.
Whether these people inhabit a Northwestern lumber town or a smaller, 
tidier burg somewhere in the East, the author never minimizes them. They 
fill each scene with a vitality immediately evident to the reader because 
Long knows each of them from the inside out.
While their names are unique and appropriate to their setting and time 
— Patsy, Lillian, Galen, Averill — it is their life histories that we remember. 
Carl and Carla Prudhomme of the title story, for example, and their “brash” 
and restless mother who left her husband in Illinois and with her children 
boarded a train for Seattle, “ for no better reason than that was where the 
Empire Builder ended up . . .  a long way from Kankakee.” By the time 
they reached the northern Rockies she was worn down by the trip and 
decided to step off then and there into the valley of Stillwater.
The strongest stories in this book are the ones that must have been 
the hardest to imagine. In “V-E Day” there is scrupulous detail of the 
thoughts of a Gold Star mother irritated by the mysterious visit of a girl 
who seems to have hardly known her son. This is a simple story, but the 
depths of it are sounded. In its natural pacing Mrs. Wheelis’ jealousy and 
confusion are revealed to us until we learn, along with her, the reason 
for the girl’s condolence call. A t the close of the story their conversation 
is intense and has lost all superficiality. We may leave them then, satisfied 
that things have come full circle.
Some of these ten stories can be paired up using their general 
similarities. “Clearance” and “Solstice” are both about men facing a serious 
crisis alone. One’s exorcism of his trouble is vast and complicated, 
involving a solo camping trip and a nightmarish mountain plane crash. 
The other man is trapped. He can make few moves after his wife leaves 
him, other than to clear their frozen water pipes and ask a few tim id 
questions in a local bar.
“A lex’s Fire” and “Great Blue” are both coming-of-age stories. “ Great
I l l
Blue” is full of the kind of rich, yet precise, detailing of hum an experience 
found through all of Long’s stories. The eleven year old boy Paul looks 
at his dying grandfather and wonders:
. . . How the sickness could be inside of him and not 
show. Maybe everyone else knew what to look for 
he thought. They acted as if they could see it, as if 
they felt it in the room with them, breathing and 
growing. Aunt Hallie cam e out from the  kitchen and 
brought his glass back, filled mostly with ice, and fit 
it into his hand. “There now ,” she said. Paul saw his 
eyes flick from the glass up to her face, lingering just 
a second, then  out to the rest of them  fanned out 
before him — his family — and then saw the slow, 
tired-looking shake of his head.
“The Last Photograph of Lyle Pettibone” and “Oriental Limited,” the 
novella that ends the book, are both historical pieces. Set in the first 
decades of the twentieth century, they are fully realized, ambitious stories, 
full of historical detail, but lacking none  for immediacy or drawn-out 
characterizations, making them  two of the most mem orable  pieces in the 
book.
Both of the  main characters are som ehow  set apart from their 
surroundings, especially Lillian in “Oriental Limited,” whose perceptiveness 
and gentleness serve her well in making her inevitable breakaway. This 
novella is an adventure  story of sorts, set in a time filled with inventions 
and heady with shifting social patterns;* as Lillian’s beau Charles says, “first- 
rate days to be alive.”
At the height of them , Lillian’s two brothers disappear during a hiking 
tour of Glacier National Park. After a futile search for them , Lillian must 
re-surface into her life, as any one of the characters in these  stories must 
re-surface into theirs. They all will have divided from their past, but not 
escaped  it. It will be there, in the dividing nucleus of each cell, forming 
them  anew.
Joyce H. Brusin
Walter McDonald, A fter the Noise o f Saigon", The University of 
M assachusetts Press, Amherst, M assachusetts, 1988; paper.
Now it begins. The soft insinuation 
of ferns through spark light.
(The Middle Years)
112
Like the ferns in “The Middle Years,” Walter McDonald begins the “soft 
insinuation” of memory through the images of daily life — the ironic 
“go[ing] inside as if nothing’s happened” — in his newest collection, After 
the Noise o f Saigon, recipient of the prestigious Juniper Prize. His message 
is clear and rings true — something has happened and we cannot escape 
our cultural memories of wars. The softness is subtle, the ‘as i f  potentially 
insidious. As McDonald shows us, the conflicts of childhood, o f family, 
of world wars and Vietnam color our vision in our daily struggles to survive. 
The metaphorical connections of real and imagined experience, the two 
kinds of memory which McDonald presents, are inescapable, pressing 
themselves into our actions and conscious thoughts however much we 
might wish to bury them.
McDonald does not suppress the connections but brings them forth 
with the paradoxically peaceful musicality of his poetry. He affirms the 
connections and presents them one by one for us all to see. Like the light 
and the ferns, McDonald’s poems build on each other, a mosaic, becoming 
more vivid as each spot of light joins another, enlarging the scope of vision, 
making the experience more complete and more complex. The fronds 
open.
And yes, we are startled at the vividness of McDonald’s comprehension 
and our own sudden illumination. Yet, his complexity of presentation also 
includes gentle tolerance and wisdom — like that of children and 
octagenarians — rare events when we remain humane enough to allow 
others their momentary innocence. In “The Middle Years,” he describes 
a lover, camping in the mountains.
Nothing else for minutes, only your 
steady breathing, asleep, believing 
nothing’s out there that shouldn’t be.
He will not disturb this needed rest. Not Now.
And in “The Rodeo Fool,” the clown, bleeding beneath his baggy pants, 
smiles and waves to the crowd to let them believe in toughness and 
immortality.
Because of me, they ride home humming, 
not troubled by tons of metal hurtling 
past their bumpers, believing death’s a black bull 
mad and charging, all men are brave and cunning, 
that all fall down, get gored and trampled on, 
all men are able to rise with the help 
of clowns, able to look death in the eye, 
to wear a clown’s face, laughing, and walk again.
McDonald captures the need for outward innocence or calm and the 
irony of owned personal, natural and cultural conflicts when he says:
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T hese blue trees  have nothing 
and all to do with what i’m here for 
after the noise of Saigon, 
the sim ple bitter sap that rises in m e 
like bad blood 1 need  to spill 
out here alone in silence
of deep  w oods, far from people 1 know 
who see  m e as a friend, not som e dam ned 
m adm an stum bling for his life.
(After the Noise of Saigon)
W alter M cD onald’s A fter  the Noise o f  Saigon  deserves our attentive 
reading and our inevitable rereading. This collection is a com plex m osaic 
and college of inseparable events rem em bered in the unsettling quiet after 
yet another m ajor event; M cD onald’s perspective is at once global, local 
and personal. You will recognize your own histories in this book and you 
will apprehend  the private wars of o thers.
B ronw yn  G. Pughe
Merrill Gilfillan, M agpie Rising: S k e tch es  from  the G reat P lains; 
Pruett Publishing Company, Boulder, Colorado, 1 9 8 8 ;  $ 1 6 .9 5  
cloth.
Read about foreign places with m agical sounding nam es: S askatoon, 
Biloxi, Aarhus, Clerm ont-Ferrand, the Bronx, then travel there to discover 
the  association betw een your im aginings and the concrete  reality of the 
places. In the reassociation of nam e with place, in that m om ent w hen we 
reorder the sym bol and the symbolized, we rediscover the world and self. 
As our mind reconciles the  im agined and the real, the  child within us 
aw akens. W e renew with w ide-eyed affirmation, our growth, our 
connection to  symbols, self and place. And if in that m om ent of discovery 
we could cap ture  our feelings with sharp  im ages, our thoughts with fresh 
words, we would produce a book as enchanting, fresh, and fun as Magpie 
Rising, Merrill Giifillan’s collection of essays.
Gilfillan’s th ree books of poetry prepared him well for this undertaking. 
He effectively uses poetic technique in his essays to bring us closer to 
his subject, the  expanse of the G reat Plains. Q uick turns of language 
connect the vastness of the  subject to the specific im age so that we feel 
the author’s sense of wonder, am usem ent and idea. W e feel “the horizontal 
charge of transversable space ,” the “seductive space of suction and vortex, 
of migration and w andering and swirl.”
For Gilfillan, “Driving [the Plains] becom es a sort of gesture, an intimate 
interaction with the earth ’s surface having to do with words like tangent
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and cosine.” Highways “ take you through villages with chunks of the late 
1940 ’s suspended intact, stowed for safekeeping: ghost hotels, ranks of 
green and white elfin tourist cottages gone to seed, and tiny ex-chili parlors 
and pool halls abandoned on weed-choked corners.”
His mention of specialty foods from cafes and his own meals prepared 
over campfires or on a hot plate in an out of the way motel punctuate 
Gilfillan’s prose. Similarly, he selects from the offerings of the Great Plains 
as a finicky diner m ight pluck delicacies from a smorgasbord. The 
quintessential hamlet of the Great Plains: (not listed in the Readers’ Digest 
Atlas) Speed, Kansas, “ has found its pocket, a web of space and cartilage 
that antedates the cooked and bobs steadily in the raw.” Other places 
are better avoided— Liberal, Kansas where “ street directions are 
consistently given in relation to fast food joints.” Between meals and before 
the day’s last taste of George Dickie, Gilfillan offers us meaty writing.
Various locations trigger ideas and connections much like the failing 
towns of Montana inspired Richard Hugo. From the Sweetgrass Hills of 
Montana to the Sandhills of Nebraska, Gilfillan involves us in geologic 
history, the behavior of the birds, and the history of the people. In one 
section he recounts G.B. Grinnell’s story of the brave Cheyenne warrior, 
Mouse’s Road, who single-handedly held off a war party of Comanche 
and Kiowa Indians. “The theater of the plains’ space cries out for human 
gesture of fitting magnitude, ample of dimension yet humble under a full 
sky,” he says. “The plains tribes knew it, did it right, by necessity but by 
prescription as well — stringing the line of human love and war and grief 
out long and tungsten th in .” Gilfillan’s writing is itself a gesture of fitting 
magnitude and ample of dimension, drawn from the expanse of the Great 
Plains.
For us, Magpie Rising sheds new light on this vast area in a prose styled 
to suit the need. Reading this book reconstructs place. In the author’s 
own words, “Thus a geography not one’s own forms in the mind, firms 
on a lattice of pregnant place names. It is a private mythic geography that 
interlocks with one’s past through the most intimate means, the language.” 
Merrill Gilfillan’s quickening prose, his dexterous manipulation of language 
moves us expertly through the vastness of this space.
Mac Swan
David Brendan Hopes, A Sense o f the Morning; Dodd, Mead & 
Co., 1988; $16.95 cloth.
The imperative of the world is for us to see and to bear witness. David 
Hopes, a poet and teacher at the University of North Carolina, adds to 
the trinity begun with his name the extraordinary faith that he will succeed 
in leading us to see again, and love’s desire that infuses whatever he points
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out to us. In his collected essays, A  Sense o f the M orning, David Hopes 
joins a long tradition o f visionaries who struggle to redeem innocence from 
confusion and loss.
Redemption, you say. Big talk. Yes, I answer, but 
easy to do. Easy to begin. Point. Cry out.
“ Past Lives”
Hopes sets out on his literary quest w ith three guides: a language heavily 
burdened with theology and human history, the natural world which other 
writers have dissected and romanticized, and a belief in an enduring spirit 
with the cynical, postmodern reader. As fairytales have it, the tools appear 
inauspicious, but in com bination w ith the hero or heroine’s name and all 
it portends, consum m ation is possible.
The essays are m editations on events in the author’s life, by way of 
his awareness of the natural world, using language that flaunts a Christian 
metaphysics. It is his relentless passion for what lies beyond understanding 
that renews the language and our capacity to  see, and grants us our 
heritage transform ed and illum inated: lit from  w ithin.
W hat follows is a history of eyes, how they start at 
nothing and learn the world, not from  any virtue of 
their own but because the world wills to be seen and 
therefore dazzles forth  eon upon eon to catch the 
glance.
(from  the preface)
W hat threatens to consume us is what desires us, and what we would 
abhor from  fear is what we must know as beautifu l— this is the insight 
that Hopes reiterates as he points over and over again, saying, “ See!” 
When he throws out old letters in order to move and then watches, 
ecstatically, as raccoons eat them  in the dark, he is telling us to look to 
the mundane, and that the old categories can be reclaimed.
The Visitation at the w ood’s edge is always fatal. It 
cannot be predicted or declined. You open your 
arms. You pretend it is what you sought. W ho 
expected a prince, a carpenter’s son, a camel herder? 
D ispensation is the essential surprise. Grace 
D escended  passes by one b e n t on his 
preconceptions. A  new world debuts not from  the 
prophecies but in the m ating o f red birds on a 
branch, a doe striking her fore foot on the ground, 
tw isted shadow of herons passing over the moon, 
a pattern h itherto  unsuspected, a beauty so
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unprepared-for it must either be rejected or convulse 
the soul.
“First Sight”
David Hopes gathers contem porary theories to his purpose when he says:
Culpepper knew the difference betw een vulgar 
supposition and provable truth. His own suppositions 
are not vulgar, but airy, beautiful, coherent, 
incorrect. Why? 1 suggest that his quaint world was 
Reality then because that was the world that was 
m eant to be. Not ordained by God or fate, but by 
the play of Nicholas Culpepper’s imagination over 
the ditches of Spitalfields. It is not a m atter of 
perception, but of aesthetics. Form er m en missed 
Natural Selection and the Big Bang not because of 
ignorance but because of the beauty of the 
alternatives. How beautiful that the m ark of Venus 
should be graven on the goldenrod. How beautiful 
that the stars hang in crystal spheres ply over ply 
above Foundation Earth. W hen do perceptions 
change and enlarge? W hen the mind changes and 
enlarges the set of things that it can call beautiful.
“First Sight”
It is through the desire of the world for us, and our corresponding answer 
of desire, that language, history, and the m undane reveal what they harbor 
for us — the possibility of our participation in the wisdom of our ancestors 
that lies hidden. David Brendan Hopes’ vision is welcome, and necessary.
B ette Tomlinson
C. K. Williams, Flesh & Blood; Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1 9 8 7 .
It was Chekhov who wrote that the responsibility of the artist was not 
to resolve problem s but rather to formulate those problem s correctly. A 
profoundly difficult and subtle task, no doubt, but if we keep Chekhov’s 
advice in mind, we can better appreciate the quality of C. K. Williams’s 
latest collection of poem s, Flesh and Blood.
Each poem , deceptively casual in tone, tells a piece of a story. And 
each story obsessively drives toward revelation, toward a m om ent of 
uncom prom ising and at times heartbreaking clarity. O ne exam ple (and 
there are many) can be found in the poem  “Alzheimer’s: The H usband”:
He’d been a clod, he knew, yes, always aiming tow ard his vision of the 
good life, always acting on it.
He knew h e ’d been unconscionably self-centered, had indulged himself 
with his u n d ream ed —of good fortune, 
but he also knew that the  single-m indedness with which h e ’d attended  
to his passions, needs and whims, 
and which m ust have seem ed  to o thers the grossest sort of egotism , was 
also what was really at the base 
of how h e’d almost offhandedly worked out the intuitions and m oves which 
had brought him here, 
and this was all that different: to spend  his long anticipated retirem ent 
learning to cook,
clean house, dress her, even to apply her m akeup, w asn’t any sort of 
secular saintliness— 
that would be belittling— it was just the  next necessity  he saw him self as 
being called to.
This is a courageous, honest collection. And it is the  very hardness of 
W illiams’s vision that allows him to be com passionate  while avoiding the 
dangers of sentim entality, that allows him to redeem  (in his own words) 
“our experiences from the  tem poral and trivial.” His characters, and we 
as readers, are placed in a world m uch like the one we live in each  day, 
and yet we are  forced to stop , to see  ourselves for a m om ent, and hear 
the questions asked in a way that — despite the  fact that they  cannot 
be answ ered — gives us a sense  of understanding those  questions and 
ourselves a little better. “W ho will com e to us now ?” Williams writes in 
“The Park,” “W ho will solace us? W ho will take us in their healing hands?”
Henry Gerfen
Roger Dunsmore, Blood House; Pulp Press, Vancouver, Canada, 
1987; $5 .95  paper.
For over tw enty years, poet and teach er Roger D unsm ore has brought 
to M ontana letters a unique and subversive vision. He has articulated that 
vision in his courses in hum anities, Native A m erican literature, and 
wilderness studies at the  University of M ontana and  through his books 
and essays, prom inent am ong them  On the R oad to Sleeping Child 
Hotsprings (1972; a thoroughly revised second edition appeared in 1977), 
“Nickolaus Black Elk— Holy Man in History” (K u ksu : Journal o f  
Backcountry Writing, 1977), Laszlo Toth (1979), and The Sharp-Shinned  
H aw k  (1987).
Because it does not fall within the arbitrarily defined param eters — lyric, 
confessional, apolitical — of what is com m only though t to constitute
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“Montana” poetry, D unsm ore’s maverick oeuvre has never received the 
critical acclaim it deserves. Despite this lack of recognition, Dunsmore 
has continued to forge his singular texts, texts that celebrate “the small 
things, the ordinary things that are always extraordinary if only we can 
see .” His powerful and moving poem s are acts of remembering, and 
remembering, as he notes, “is a way to honor what holds back the terrible 
dismembering.” Now, with the publication of Blood House (and with the 
appearance of his poem, “The Pink Butterfly,” in The Last B est Place: 
A  Montana Anthology), Dunsmore may finally find a wider readership 
and recognition of his place in the pantheon of contemporary Montana 
poets who matter.
The poems in Blood House speak in many and various voices, the voices 
of Spanish conquistadors, Native American elders living out their days 
in sterile nursing homes, prison inmates, a reservation schoolteacher, Che 
Guevara, family, and friends. These compelling voices — by turns quiet 
and boisterous, meditative and enraged, loving and estranged — tell us 
what it m eans to be hum an in a world endangered by humans. And by 
their particularity, they give us a Montana rarely evoked, a Montana where 
an old Indian woman stuffs her vagina with paper “so the whitemen 
couldn’t hurt you anym ore,” where “we leave no pieces of flesh from our 
arms, / no beads or bright cloth, / only a dime on the sleeping 
buffalo,” where “I’m still working at Bill’s one-stop / and waiting for 
Donna’s water to break,” where “there’s lotsa stories they wouldn’t want 
told.”
Dunsmore’s courage in telling the stories “they” don’t want us to hear 
is perhaps his greatest gift, but in many ways, the “personal” poem s in 
the book’s final section are its most moving and immediate. In these 
poems, people die (a farmer in a car wreck near Malta, an unborn child 
through abortion); another child, the poet’s son, is born and brings great 
joy; the child’s placenta — the “blood house” of the title — is planted 
in the garden (“Your mother calls it death, / burying the part that 
housed you / . . .  Second birth / of every birth”); to an Indian friend,
the eating of tripe signifies rebirth; and another kind of death — the poet’s 
divorce — brings the circle around again.
In the book’s final poem, written “three weeks after the separation,” 
Dunsmore addresses his “almost-four-year-old” son: “You laugh in your 
sleep. / Do you have a good dream ?/ Yes, you smile, not 
waking / and rub my back with your feet.” Each death, he seem s to 
say, need not be cause only for sorrow, and though the poem s in Blood 
House are filled with loss and very real pain, Roger Dunsmore, through 
the radical act of “remembering,” helps us to see the considerable life 
that still abounds in this extraordinary-ordinary world.
Rick Mew by
119
Rick DeMarinis, The C om ing Triumph o f  the Free World; Viking, 
1988; $ 1 6 .9 5  cloth.
The presen t, Rick DeM arinis seem s to say, is like an apartm en t you 
live in but can ’t afford. Your landlord turns off the  w ater and sends his 
deranged cousin over to crawl through your basem ent, cutting pipes 
random ly as he goes. But if, when you turn on the tap, you tilt the glass 
at just the right angle, then  out com es a gush of Cliquot Club Cola.
M aybe.
In “The H andgun,” the opening story of DeMarinis’ wonderful collection 
of short stories, The C om ing Triumph o f  the Free World, a nam eless first 
person narrator finds himself besieged on all fronts. His unem ployed days 
are followed by sleepless, sexless nights, doom ed in both regards by an 
insanely barking dog tha t only he and his wife Raquel can hear. The 
solution? T he tim es, and Raquel, dictate a handgun. With the purchase, 
though, the  dog stops barking. And the  gun accidentally goes off.
It sho t a Currier and Ives print off the  wall. It was an 
original, given to m e by my grandfather. Fast 
Trotters in Harlem Lane, N. Y. Men in silk hats driving 
fine team s of horses down the dirt roads of 
n ineteen th  century  Holland.
(“The H andgun”)
The ordered , safe, som ehow  reassuring past has a fatal bullet in it. The 
narrator m uses that the gun has sough t Raquel and  him out, changing 
them  in the process. He looks at his face reflected in a mirror. “It had 
m ore m ileage on it than my life justified.” Life happens, but no t m uch 
happens in life. A ge is w ithout wisdom or event. T he tim es are rife with 
paranoia, regret, insanity, rage.
And yet — reading DeM arinis fills m e with joy and hope. His stories 
are comic and magical, the language always three steps to the left of where 
expectations lead. D espite the sad pull of the events in th ese  stories, 
som etim es the  everyday can suddenly  becom e the  apotheosis.
In “Your Burden is Lifted, Love R eturns,” the nam eless narrator of “The 
H andgun” is trying to gather his life together after h e ’s struck Raquel with 
his fist, causing her to leave him. He’s devastated , hating his action, 
wanting her return.
1 took  refuge in chores. I cleaned the  house to 
show place perfection. I resum ed  half-finished 
projects — the windows n eeded  caulking, the patio 
slab needed  paint. W hile rolling a new layer of 
insulation across the attic, 1 found a new spaper dated 
March 1 5 ,1 9 4 9 .  The quaint headlines am used  m e
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for a while. The world of thirty-eight years ago 
seemed only knee-deep in quicksand. It was up to 
its armpits now, praying for a rope. My horoscope 
was short and sweet: “Your burden is lifted, love 
returns.” 1 took it to heart. In the mantic arts, thirty- 
eight year discrepancies are trifles only the literal 
minded take seriously.
It was a pleasant day, sunny with promise. I took 
a six-pack of beer out to the front porch and waited 
for her.
(“Your Burden is Lifted, Love Returns” )
I guess there’s no reason for hope, but that doesn’t mean hope’s 
impossible. The modern Cupid may be crazed giant wearing nothing but 
jockey shorts and heart shaped tattoos, as DeMarinis presents him in 
“ Disneyland,” and the matches made by this cupid may be as out of synch 
as he is, but at least love of some kind is still possible.
And the contemporary world’s consensus may be that Louis Quenon, 
the shaman in “Medicine Man,” is a charlatan, “ a breed, oily customer, 
quack, boomer, conman, crook.” And Louis, in response, may have 
stopped performing cures —
“ No more cures,” Louis said. “The world has gone 
stale. Not the world of trees and rocks and animals, 
but the world that men have made. We hate it so 
bad we are itching to blow it up. . . . It’s useless to 
get rid of cancer in a man who can’t tell the difference 
between the urge to grin and the urge to spit.”
(Medicine Man)
But still, for those who, like the old-timer who narrates the story, can 
maintain belief, there are rewards —
1 was thinking, Isn’t it nice that things never really 
end and what appears to be finished often fools you 
and more often than not comes back to start all over 
again with only minor changes for the sake of variety.
(Medicine Man)
The Coming Triumph o f the Free World is a terrific collection of stories. 
Literary reviews are probably silly exercises, especially reviews in small 
magazines, read by few and forgotten quickly by most of those. But 
literature itself is important, especially literature as original, as strangely 
life-giving as these stories. It is my small hope that this collection gets
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the  readersh ip  it deserves, and that Rick DeM arinis will rew ard that 
readership  with m ore w orks like this.
Tom Stone
William Kittredge and Annick Smith, eds.; The Last B est Place: 
A Montana Anthology, Montana Historical Society Press, Helena, 
1988; $ 3 9 .9 5  cloth.
This spacious and beautiful book (designed handsom ely  by Kathleen 
Bogan) is divided into eight chap ters covering Native A m erican stories, 
journals of exploration, early p ioneers and Indians, Butte, the agricultural 
frontier, m odern M ontana literature, and  contem porary fiction and poetry. 
Each chap ter is in troduced  by seven editors in thoughtful, e legant essays 
which are them selves destined  to en te r the  canon of M ontana literature.
J a m e s  W elch, Native A m erican novelist and poet, ends the  first essay 
with a one-word sentence: “Listen.” He is introducing the chapter on Native 
American stories which, he says, “eased the way through life by instructing, 
entertaining, shaping o n e ’s view of the world and its creation, by placing  
one  within the  great sch em e  of th in g s,” but he m ight be speaking of the 
entire anthology, because  the  stories and  rem iniscences, the  essays and 
reports, the  poem s, are all speaking to  the reader from  som e corner of 
the  geographical and historical and  spiritual place (that is M ontana, and  
as Welch sa ys , “the strength  lies in the telling an d  listening. ’’)
Places, though, is m ore accurate, for each writer claims a unique sphere, 
each in his or her own way seeking or nam ing, in William Kittredge’s words, 
“a good place in which to conduct a good  life.” For A rapooish, Chief of 
the Crows, it is the  Crow Country which “the Great Spirit has put in exactly 
the right p lace.” For Lewis and Clark it is an exotic and wild terra incognita. 
For N orm an M aclean it is am ong the big rocks and  big trees  of the Big 
Blackfoot where beauty is palpable and love is elusive and where “all things 
m erge into one, and a river runs th rough  it.”
T he book, then , is a com m unity  of voices attem pting  to ease  the way 
through life. W e are here  under A. B. G uthrie’s Big S k y , or Ivan Doig’s 
house  of sky, or D’Arcy M cNickle’s enem y  sky. Here is the  Assiniboine 
country that is “alm ost always covered with snow ,” the C heyenne’s sacred 
Bear Butte, and  N anny A lderson’s “rough new coun try” of th e  eastern  
plains. Here is Richard H ugo’s Milltown Union Bar w here, he says, you 
could love:
T hat was love, love of hom e, love of the possibility 
that even if my life would never again change for the 
better, at least there , in th a t unpre ten tious watering 
hole that trem bled when the Vista D om e North Coast
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Limited roared by, I could live inside myself warm 
in fantasies, or chat with honest people who were 
neither afraid nor asham ed of their responses to life.
It wasn’t the worst way to  be.
The Last B est Place is a place like the Milltown Union Bar, a place full 
of the love of hom e, where you can live inside yourself warm in fantasies, 
where honest people chat. Listen.
Steven Goldsmith
